Introduction and background
Much of the research on sport and Indigenous Australians has focused on their role in elite Australian sport where Indigenous Australians 1 have had a significant presence. In some studies, success at this elite level has implicitly been viewed as justification of the benefits of sport participation at the community level. For example, in reference to Indigenous communities, Cashman argues that 'sport was the cement which bound the community together ' (1995, p.34) . This argument has its roots in earlier historical documentation and has been supplemented by studies which looked at Indigenous sporting issues associated with gender, class, rural/urban divide and various sports using wide and varied methodologies (Fredericks et al. 2002; Tonts 2005; Godwell 2000; Maynard 2010 ). This literature dates back to work undertaken by Tatz (1987) and Harris (1989) more than a quarter of a century ago, who consistently argued that this focus elevates the place of sport as an institution in Indigenous society.
Tatz's work explores a number of key themes associated with Indigenous sport. He contends that sport has offered Indigenous Australians opportunities to excel and be recognised in a positive form (Tatz 1987; Tatz & Adair 2009 ). However popular media has held many sportspeople in awe because of their ability and skill (Bamblett 2013; Godwell 2000; Klugman & Osmond 2013) . Beyond academia it also appears that sport and Indigenous achievement have become inextricably linked in the broader Australian public psyche. For example, these attitudes are typified by the fact that of the Indigenous Australians that have been awarded 'Australian of the Year' four out of a total of eight have been athletes (Lionel Rose, 1968; Yvonne Goolagong, 1971; Cathy Freeman, 1998; and Adam Goodes, 2014 ). Yet this recognition often creates a dichotomy as it does not recognise the activities or aspirations at a community level. Tatz makes the important claim that sport can make a significant contribution to reducing youth suicide and improving aspects of health and well-being in many communities (Tatz 2012) . Tatz also suggests that sport offers many roles for community members other than as athletes. The contested nature or dissonance that represents Indigenous participation in sport is reflected in the work of Kickett-Tucker (2008) and Nelson (2009) who point out that on the one hand there is the highly visible success of elite professional athletes and the endeavours of local communities; while on the other hand participation in sport for many young Indigenous people may be problematic because of the intrinsic competitive requirements and the need to be highly proficient.
The importance of sport to Indigenous communities and the success of Indigenous elite athletes in the Australian sporting landscape has been well documented (Tatz 1995 , Hallinan & Judd 2009 Norman 2012) . But, while the situation in elite level sport is quite positive, this
is not the case in other domains (Tatz 2009; Nelson 2009; Adair & Stronach 2011) .
Indigenous Australians account for a small percentage (approximately 2.5% or 520,000) of the total Australian population (ABS 2012); however, they are grossly over-represented as service users of both the health-care and judicial systems. Compared to the non-Indigenous population, Indigenous Australians experience higher mortality and morbidity rates; lower life expectancy; poor education outcomes; low socio-economic status; and poor employment opportunities (see for example Bradley et al. 2007; Norris 2001; Reeve 2012; Vos et al. 2009 ). For example, in terms of education attainment, a significant disparity exists between Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Australians. This is reflected from primary to tertiary levels. Similarly, a report from the Closing The Gap Clearinghouse suggests that there is evidence:
in the form of critical descriptions of programs and systematic reviews, on the benefits to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities from participation in sport and recreational programs. These include some improvements in school retention, attitudes towards learning, social and cognitive skills, physical and mental health and wellbeing; increased social inclusion and cohesion; increased validation of and connection to culture; and crime reduction. (Ware & Meredith 2013, p.1) However, evidence from methodologically strong studies is hard to find and we argue that these claims are overstated. In fact although Ware and Meredith refer to 'systematic reviews', their paper draws primarily upon literature reviews and there are no comprehensive reviews of research in this area that discriminate between studies in terms of methodological quality using systematic review methodology, nor any that conduct statistical meta-analyses. Furthermore once evaluation evidence is available this would need to be appraised in terms of quality and synthesised in systematic reviews and/or meta-analyses.
Overstated claims are also found in the broader international sport for development literature. Coalter (2010) suggests that although there is a theoretical logic to some of these sorts of claims, there are also some inherent dangers. These include:
1. confusing potential micro-level individual outcomes with community and broader macro-level impacts;
2. ignoring wider socio-political contexts within which sport-for-development organisations have to operate; 3. seeking to solve broad gauge problems via limited focus interventions;
4. encouraging mission drift by sport-for-development organisations wholly dependent on aid from a variety of aid agencies, with often overly ambitious non-sporting agendas. (Coulter, 2010, p.295) Within this context we examine the challenges inherent in the trend to present sport as an area of natural strength for Indigenous Australians and as a panacea to the challenges they face.
We argue that driving much of this faith in the power of sport is a deeply held view that Indigenous Australians are born with innate sporting talents.
'Born to play': An Overview of Indigenous Sport Participation across major sporting codes
Any attempt to comment on contemporary Indigenous sport issues is problematic without conceptualising the history of Indigenous sport in Australia. In this section we argue that
Indigenous participation in sport is heavily influenced by social determinants rather than the racial determinants exemplified in the 'born to play' or 'natural ability' premises. We argue against the view that Indigenous athletes have a pre-disposition to certain sports is based on racial issues. This viewpoint seems to held by a cross-section of society including spectators, coaches, media commentators and academics who collectively propose that the success of Indigenous athletes is due to their 'natural ability', 'flare' and 'heritage' and who very rarely attribute Indigenous success to hard work and perseverance. Typical of this were comments made by eminent Australian Rules Footballer, Tony Lockett who gave an address honouring Indigenous teammate Michael O'Loughlin and noted:
Mick had something that was a little different. He had real good skills and he just knew where the ball was going to be. He had something special that players can't learn. I think you've either got it or you don't. Those blokes are pretty rare but it's more common among our Indigenous fellas. They just seem to have the knack, that something different.
Hallinan & Judd note that, as evident in Lockett's comment, Indigenous Australians ability to achieve in sport is often seen as:
due to a set of "unique" prescribed characteristics and traits determined biologically in their 'Aboriginal genes and culturally in their "Aboriginal" knowledge the abilities and talents of Aboriginal players are not seen as an outcome of perseverance and dedication.… but in terms of racial and cultural determinates (2009, p.2369) .
We argue that socio-cultural factors are highly influential and in order to support this standpoint we will use pertinent examples related to the sports of Rugby League, Australian
Rules football, Cricket and Rugby Union. These are all prominent Australian sporting codes which provide contrasting historical and current levels of Indigenous participation. We contrast the stories of growth in Indigenous participation in Australian Rules and Rugby league football, with those of Rugby Union and Cricket where Indigenous engagement is much lower.
Australian Rules football and Rugby League
The football history of the code which noted that AFL had no links to Indigenous ball games, such as 'Marn-Grook'; that is that AFL had no Indigenous influence. This analysis by Hibbins (2008) generated heated debates because it occurred at a time when the AFL embarked on a process of becoming a national sport and the AFL was attempting to link itself to Australia's Indigenous history and thus reinforce its aspirations to be the national sport. As such, AFL had for some time positioned itself as a sport which evolved from the original inhabitants of the land, not from the British such as other football codes Rugby League and Rugby Union.
Hallinan and Judd suggest the use of Indigenous players to promote the sport arose from a desire to present the 'relationship between Aboriginal Australia and the Australian game of football as one of amiable historic continuity ' (2009, p.2363) . In 1990 the VFL became the National Football League and, by 2013, the link between the sport and Indigenous culture was clear and evident with the Indigenous Round, Dreamtime at the 'G' as well as the playing roster; which included more than 80 Indigenous players, more than 10% of the total number of players.
While it has been suggested that Indigenous participation in AFL is attributable to 'a sixth sense' or 'natural athletic ability' (Hallinan, Bruce, & Burke, 2005) , we argue that these participation rates reflect aggressive recruitment and talent identification programs conducted by the AFL. The AFL conducts a number of Indigenous specific initiatives. (Howitt 2008) . While these two football codes are very similar, the presence of Indigenous athletes in Rugby Union is minimal (Tatz 2012 ).
The lack of Indigenous presence has been linked to issues related to class, that is Rugby
Union is an exclusive sport played in the private school system, although this thesis is not supported as it does not explain the strong presence of Polynesians in Rugby Union (Zakus & Horton 2009 ). We argue this is more related to Indigenous athletes being excluded from the game of Rugby Union. 
The perils of 'Sport is the Panacea' Proposition
The 'natural strength' and 'born to play' premises and a range of other factors have conspired to produce policy which reflects faith in the power of sport as a panacea to all dimensions of Indigenous disadvantage. Increasing budgets, overstated claims and a distinct lack of evidence now characterise the scene. We know that sport is a valued institution in Indigenous society; we also know, undisputedly, that sport and physical activity is helpful in promoting physical health -and to a lesser degree mental health. There are also theoretical foundations for linking sport to broader social outcomes. These provide strong foundations for the development of sport programs and the potential for them to deliver positive outcomes.
However, in the absence of a strong body of evidence to support these programs, particularly in relation to social outcomes, we need to ask whether there are also risks associated with the promotion of sport as a panacea. We now outline six perils, or risks, associated with the panacea position: the reinforcement of stereotypes; disparities in relation to Indigenous youth health; promotion of only a particular type of athlete -seen but not heard; the positioning of sport as the only way to the top; the intrusion of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and NFP agendas; and the diverting of attention from the day to day realities of Indigenous Australians.
Reinforcing of stereotypes
Indigenous athletes have been highly successful in a narrow field of sports, such as Rugby
League and Australian Rules football, as noted above. There are a number of reasons for this discussed in the literature and these are summarised as the following: there is possibility for professional careers in these sports; these sports are easier to access and cheaper compared to rowing, skiing, cycling and tennis where you need specific facilities (courts, snow) and equipment (racquets, bike); these sports are traditionally classless, unlike rugby union, cricket and tennis; these sports have an increasing number of Indigenous role models; and these sports have a mass following and are mainstream sports (Tatz, 1995; Tatz & Tatz 2000; Maynard 2012; Tatz & Adair 2009; Tonts 2005; Atherley 2006 ). This paper has argued that Indigenous athletes succeeded in the sports where they were encouraged to participate. This is perhaps best typified by the example of AFL, where the current player roster has more than 10 per cent representation of Indigenous players despite the fact that earlier in the VFL there were fewer than 30 players in almost a century of competition.
There is considerable research ( Oftentimes prominent Indigenous athletes are portrayed, by the media and sporting organisations alike, as symbols of what is perceived by white Australia to be the continued progression of race relations in this country; whilst simultaneously being undermined by a common belief in genetic predisposition towards kicking 'the freak goal' or doing 'the magical stuff' (Tatz 2012; Hallinan & Judd 2009 , p.1228 . Such belief is routinely reinforced by the everyday thought of many managers, coaches and especially journalists (Hallinan & Judd 2009 ). Success in sport could be a type of hegemony contributing to the malaise.
Further to this, we can assess how the practices of certain sporting leagues have acted to simply confirm colonial marginalisation and stereotypes through the positioning and responsibility given to those Indigenous people who play or are otherwise involved in the sport (Tatz 2012) . In many cases, there is a significant and noticeable lack of Indigenous officials placed within coaching and administration staff, whilst the Indigenous athletes often characterised by speed and agility -were found to be commonly assigned positions that relied on athletic ability and not leadership and intellectual skills, which further solidifies stereotypes of Indigenous inadequacies (Hallinan & Judd 2009 ).
The over-representation of Indigenous athletes reinforces the idea that Aboriginal people are 'only good at sport' and that it is 'not an Aboriginal thing to be smart' (Sarra 2005, p. 11 ).
More focus needs to be placed on a wider range of role models to dissolve the illusion that Indigenous Australians 'are either good athletes or good artists' (Sarra 2005, p.6) . Although these successful athletes provide a positive representation of Indigenous Australians, a wider range of Indigenous role models need to be acknowledged. Stereotypes of success in sport also reinforce the view that they are a homogenous group. Furthermore, all Indigenous people are expected to possess the physical capabilities and talents of these athletes and thus there is pressure to meet society's ideals and expectations which are reflected in these stereotypes.
Disparities with Indigenous Youth Health issues
While indigenous youth are over-represented in some sports, their health outcomes are poor.
Indigenous youth (aged between 15 and 24 years) were more likely to be overweight or obese than non-Indigenous youth (37% and 27% respectively), and twice as likely to be obese (15% and 6% respectively). Only one in twenty (5%) of Indigenous youth living in non-remote areas met both the daily recommended serves of fruit and vegetables; significantly lower than the rate for non-Indigenous youth (ABS 2011-2012 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey) . This is largely attributable to the lower levels of fruit consumption among Indigenous young people, where fewer than 20% met the guidelines for fruit consumption compared and only 15% who meet the guidelines for vegetable consumption.
For Indigenous Australians, 'being overweight or obese, being physically inactive and consuming a diet low in fruit and vegetables have been estimated to contribute to the high rates of cardiovascular disease, diabetes and chronic kidney disease experienced by Australia's Indigenous people' (Australian Institute of Health and Wellbeing, 2012, p.1).
Further, Indigenous youths were 10 times as likely to have a sexually transmissible infection, six times more likely to become teenage parents, and three times as likely to be daily smokers.
Herein lies the paradox of the sporting panacea; given the proven links between sport, physical activity and improved health outcomes ( Coulter, commenting on the sport for development movement, points out the dangers of 'confusing potential micro-level individual outcomes with community and broader macrodevelopment impacts ' (2010, p.295) . Thus one issue to address is the clarity with which programs, evaluations and claims distinguish between individual and community-based outcomes. There is a risk that the panacea approach promotes the 'micro', individual success stories, while neglecting the 'macro' statistics regarding Indigenous society.
Promotion of only a particular type of athlete
In the opportunities Indigenous people have had to participate in mainstream sport, they have been required to 'tread a delicate path' (Malcolm 2007, p.1) . To be accepted into mainstream Australian society, Indigenous athletes have been forced to simultaneously deny and celebrate their Aboriginality (Malcolm 2007; Tatz 1995 Australians and elite sport -athletes are widely accepted and even celebrated when they are passive and apolitical, however they are condemned when they seek to highlight the historical inequities that have plagued the Aboriginal condition. But can these efforts also be cited as evidence of Indigenous peoples making gains in all aspects of their lives? ' (2000, p.13 ).
Godwell (2000) maintains that Indigenous people subsequently 'run the risk of being typecast in life as sportspeople ' (2000, p.16) . Thus, this emphasis on sport can limit Indigenous children's life aspirations as it can influence them to pursue sporting careers rather than other educational and career opportunities. While a significant number of Indigenous athletes are found in professional sport, this only represents a fraction of the total Indigenous population.
Not only this, but most of these athletes are male. Therefore there is a significant issue with the messages that arise from presenting sport as the remedy to the ills affecting the Indigenous condition; not only does this disenfranchise Indigenous youths who dislike sport or who do not have the potential to play at an elite level, it also presents sport as the only option for a better future. In marginalising Indigenous Australians into this narrow category of being, achievement in other domains, such as education, the arts or business is neglected.
It also means that over time Indigenous youth adjust their aspirations to their perceived chances of success. For Indigenous communities sport is presented as the pathway to success.
The experience of Black Americans warns us that there is a danger in pursuing such a focused approach (Hoberman 1997) .
Intrusion by Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and Not-For-Profit (NFP) agendas
As part of a wider process of mainstreaming the delivery of Indigenous social services, including many sport related community development programs, increasingly sport for Like initiatives of government, few sport programs are evidence based. This is partly due to lack of sufficient evidence but also ongoing deficiencies in evaluation capacity within NFP organisations. This is more than a resourcing issue. In many cases, investment in evaluation has failed to compete with other NFP organisations' priorities. As noted above there is a distinct lack of evidence that links sport participation among Indigenous peoples to positive health, social and education outcomes. Part of the evidence gap is due to a lack of basic data.
The Human Rights and Equality Opportunity Commission report notes the inconclusive nature of existing data arguing that:
while there is a plethora of information available on the general number and characteristics of Australian people who participate in sport and recreational activities (including age, gender, frequency and type of participation), very little data focuses on the ethnic or cultural background of participants'. (Oliver 2006, p.19) Little has been invested in rigorous evaluation. As much of the literature suggests, there is a lack of monitoring and adequate evaluation of the effectiveness of the expanding nature of sport for development programming (Coalter 2010 given that so much of sports development activity is directed towards the achievement of complex social outcomes, such as safer communities and social inclusion, it will be difficult to identify indicators which provide valid evidence of specific contribution that sports development is making to social outcomes (2002, p. 214).
As a result many NFPs have uncritically adopted sport as a useful and appropriate instrument for meeting health, education and other broader 'empowerment' goals. With the lack of empirical and scientific claims to effectively evaluate the efforts of NGOs, scholars critique the political and economic environment that substantiates the new focus on entrepreneurship (Coalter 2010; Darnell 2007; Darnell & Hayhurst 2011; Donnelly, Atkinson, Boyle & Szto 2011; Kidd 2008; Levermore 2011 ).
In the case of NFPs associated with major sporting codes, many seek funding from large corporations. In this way, some major sporting codes have characterised their investment in Indigenous sporting initiatives in terms of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Arguably these account for the largest non-government investment in Indigenous programs in Australia.
Investment in community sport programs provides an opportunity to contribute to individuals and communities but also has the added advantages of giving particular sporting codes the opportunity to identify and recruit sporting talent and serve to perpetuate their public image as a provider services to marginalised Indigenous youth. Again, these sorts of interest risk compromising the development of a rigorous evidence base for the effectiveness of programs in terms of community outcomes. The value of private and NFP managed investment in these programs may go unquestioned, or only superficially examined.
Conclusion
While sport certainly plays an important role in Indigenous communities, we must be wary of presenting sport as a panacea for the issues plaguing Indigenous communities. In this paper
we have examined how current perspectives are often built upon 'natural talent' and 'born to play' premises. These premises are not supported by the history of Australian sporting codes, nor by international research. Sports stars can be excellent role models and sporting programs clearly yield significant benefits for Indigenous people; however if we tie sport too closely to Indigenous success, then not only are we disenfranchising Indigenous people who do not excel at sport, we are further marginalising Aboriginal people into a narrow category of being (Hall 1997) . We have outlined six ways in which accepting sport as a panacea can have negative consequences. Hallinan et al. (2004) suggest that assuming Aborigines are good at sport perpetuates discourses of racialised understandings of difference, reinforcing engrained racism. We have argued that such depictions may become a self-fulfilling prophecy for
Indigenous people who seek to be 'good at sport' as they cannot see other options. Placing sport on a pedestal may minimise the importance of achievement in other domains (Hall 1997 ). Furthermore, we cannot neglect funding to other program areas in pursuit of the positive, and media friendly, stories of elite Indigenous athletes and grassroots sports programs in Indigenous communities. To date there is a paucity of evidence to support the efficacy of the many sports programs that have proliferated in the last decade. Such programs need to be built on evidence; reliance on the belief that sport is good and particularly good for Indigenous Australians is not enough. The relative effectiveness and cost-benefits of sport programs, when compared to educational and social programs, must be considered. Thus, while sport is certainly central to Indigenous communities, it must form part of a broader cultural landscape, which includes and promotes participation and achievement in a wide range of areas.
